Aim: Male nurses are reported to experience role strain. Fear of gender stereotyping can be stressful and frustrating for male nursing students, which could make them feel isolated and excluded. The aim of this qualitative study was to investigate how male nursing students in Taiwan perceive the barriers to their experience as nursing students and how they manage these barriers in their study environment and social life. Methods: A qualitative research approach was used in this study. Data were collected during 2014 from 24 male nursing students from three nursing educational institutes in Taiwan who participated in order to share their experiences by using a semistructured interview. All the interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed by thematic analysis. Results: The main theme that described the experiences of the male nursing students in Taiwan was: "There is nothing wrong with being a male nurse." Contrary to other studies, role strain for the participants was minimal. The students experienced some barriers because of being a male nursing student, both at school and in their social life. Most of these students tended to manage the barriers by developing positive thinking and coping strategies. Conclusion: Nursing educators are encouraged to use the findings from this study to provide appropriate support for male nursing students.
INTRODUCTION
Until 1985, men in Taiwan had no opportunity to receive a formal nursing education (Yang, Gau, Shiau, Hu, & Shih, 2004) . Over the past decades, the number of men who have been entering the nursing profession in Taiwan has slowly increased. The percentage of male Taiwanese nurses rose from 0.55% in 2004 to 1.97% in 2015 (Taiwan Union of Nurses Association, 2015). However, this percentage is still much lower than the percentage of male nurses in either North America or Europe. For example, 5-6% of the nurses in the USA and Canada are male, 10% in Australia and the UK are male, and 15-20% are male in Germany, Spain, and Italy (Huang & Kuo, 2011) .
Nursing traditionally has been viewed as a woman's profession. Men's minimal participation in nursing has been shaped by social and political factors, as well as by the prevailing notions of masculinity and femininity (Evans, 2004) . What it means to be a nurse has been socially constructed to be a caring, hard-working woman (Smith, 2006) . Men who want to be a "real nurse" must face questions about their masculinity and/or sexuality (Meadus & Twomey, 2007; Smith, 2006) . The social barriers that prevent men from entering or remaining in the field of nursing are the traditional images of a nurse as an angel, sex symbol, doctor's handmaiden, and notably, a woman (Meadus, 2000; Meadus & Twomey, 2007) , as well as an unsupportive climate that is based on gender stereotypes (Bell-Scriber, 2008; Huang & Kuo, 2011; Meadus & Twomey, 2011) . Men entering a nursing program face many challenges, including being teased or questioned about why they want to become a nurse (Bell-Scriber, 2008 ), a lack of support from guidance counselors, a lack of exposure to paradigms of nursing care that are non-feminist, and a lack of sufficient role models (O'Lynn, 2004) . They also might encounter challenges in their clinical placement in the maternalnewborn department because some clients will refuse to be attended to by a male nurse (Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Smith, 2006) . Even today, society views nursing as a feminine profession and these beliefs influence the perceptions of both patients and nurses regarding men in the clinical setting (Meadus & Twomey, 2011) . Little has changed in societal attitudes towards the stereotypes of men in nursing (Meadus & Twomey, 2007; Tzeng, Chen, Tu, & Tsai, 2009) .
Research findings suggest that male nurses experience role strain and fear of gender stereotyping can be stressful and frustrate male nursing students, making them feel isolated and excluded (Bell-Scriber, 2008) . Nursing college is where men are likely to experience professional nursing for the first time (Ellis, Meeker, & Hyde, 2006) . The learning experience of male nursing students, both in the classroom and in the clinical placement, as well as their experience of interacting with others, influences their perceptions toward the nursing profession and their decision to stay or leave nursing. There is very limited information in the nursing literature about the experience of Taiwanese male nursing students.
The aim of this qualitative study is to investigate how male nursing students perceive the barriers to their experience as nursing students and how they manage these barriers in their study environment, as well as in their social life.
METHODS

Study design
This study used a qualitative research approach. Semistructured interviews were used for data collection. All the interviews were analyzed by thematic analysis.
Participants
The data were collected during 2014. Twenty-four male nursing students from three nursing educational institutes (5 year junior college, technological university, and university) were invited to participate in this study and to share their experiences as a student attending a nursing program.
Ethical considerations
This study was reviewed and approved by the institutional review board at the institution of one of the authors. All the participants took part voluntarily and any question they had about the study was answered before obtaining their written consent. The participants were informed that they could withdraw from the research at any time without giving any reason. The interviews were digitally recorded with the permission of the participants. All of the quotations by the participants that were included in this article were anonymized by means of code numbers.
Data collection
The participants were interviewed by following a semistructured interview guide that was suggested by Meadus and Twomey (2011). The questions included: (i) What motivated you to enter nursing?; (ii) How did your family/friends/peers respond to your decision to study nursing?; (iii) Please share your experiences of being a student nurse; (iv) Describe the barriers or challenges you encountered in the nursing program and with the clinical placement; and (v) How did you manage the barriers or challenges you encountered? Sometimes, additional questions were asked in order to clarify or elaborate the reply of the participant, such as "What happened then?," "How did that make you feel?," "What did you think of that?," or "Would you mind explaining what you mean by that?" After each interview, the researchers analyzed the barriers that the participant had encountered and the influencing factors.
Data analysis
All the interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed by thematic analysis. The six-phase thematic analysis that had been developed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was applied for the analysis of the interview data. These six phases consisted of: (i) familiarization with the data; (ii) generating the initial codes; (iii) searching for themes; (iv) reviewing the themes; (v) defining and naming the themes; and (vi) producing the report.
Trustworthiness of the data
The concept of trustworthiness was strictly adhered to throughout the entire study, including the data collection, analysis, and presentation (Charmaz, 2006; Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002) . The first author analyzed the data and all the authors met regularly to discuss the findings to reach a consensus. As suggested by Morse et al. (2002) , the researchers checked and rechecked the labeling, sorting, and naming for verification during the data analysis process. Member checking (Harper & Cole, 2012 ) also increased the level of trustworthiness. There were three participants who responded to the member-checking invitation process. The themes were shared with these three participants in order to verify whether the findings appropriately reflected their experiences of being a male nursing student.
RESULTS
For this study, 24 participants were recruited from three nursing programs in Taiwan. Their mean age was 20.1 years (range = 18-22). Nine participants were from a 5 year junior college (all grade five), six were from a technological university (all grade three), and nine were from a university (5 grade one, 4 grade three, and 1 grade four).
An analysis of the interview data revealed that the participants' experiences of being a male nursing student were captured by an overarching theme: "There is nothing wrong with being a nurse." This theme describes a phenomenon in which the participants think positively and respond confidently to managing the barriers and embarrassment that are encountered in their study and social life. The theme was derived from seven subthemes: (i) entry into nursing; (ii) the factors that influenced entry; (iii) the barriers to studying nursing; (iv) embarrassment in one's social life; (v) support for staying in nursing; (vi) thinking positively; and (vii) responding confidently. The framework for men studying nursing in Taiwan is shown in Figure 1 . The details of these themes and subthemes and the influencing factors that were identified are addressed below.
Entry into nursing
The results revealed that most of the participants (n = 15, 62.5%) decided to study nursing of their own volition. It is worth noting that 100% of the participants who attended university made this decision, but only two-thirds of those who attended a technological university did so, while less than one-quarter of those who attended a 5 year junior college decided on their own. The decision to enter into a nursing school for the rest of the participants was made largely by their family members, particularly their parents.
Factors that influenced entry
Several factors influenced the participants to choose to become a nurse. The positive aspects of nursing, which included job stability, an acceptable salary, working in the medical field, and a profession that helps persons, were attractive features. Academic achievement and/or the college entrance exam also contributed to the reason that the men chose to become a nurse. These students either did not have the academic qualifications to pursue a more advanced medical profession or they chose to study nursing because their scores in the college entrance exam did not qualify them for medical school. Additionally, in this study, 11 (45.8%) participants had at least one family member or close relative that was a nurse (see Table 1 ). For some of the participants, having a family member in nursing or the support of parents resulted in the decision to pursue a nursing career.
In the process of making their decision, they received information on the nursing profession from their teachers, parents, relatives, or the media. The parents made the decision for a substantial proportion of the participants (n = 9, 37.5%):
I chose nursing because I didn't have a high enough score in the university entrance exam. I was not eligible to enter any of the universities I wanted …. and I did not want to take my exam all over again. Then, my family made some suggestions … My mum works in nursing. Since I didn't know what else I could do … I thought that if I studied to be a nurse, I might have a better future. (H02)
Barriers to studying nursing Sometimes, the male students were faced with barriers in their study environment, as well as in their clinical placement. For example, the male nursing students described feeling embarrassed when they were mistaken for a doctor. They described some patients and/or their family as tending to view all men in a white uniform as doctors and women as nurses. The participants reported some clinical instructors to be of the opinion that the male nursing students in clinical placement did not study as hard as the female students. Some instructors lowered their expectations of the male nursing students because they believed that they were less likely than the female nursing students to become a nurse. Patients, particularly gynecological and obstetric patients, often rejected the male nursing students. As male students are in the minority, the participants complained that they were being singled out and being put in the spotlight.
This resulted in the participants feeling harassed and uncomfortable:
I just wanted to provide professional advice to the primigravida, but she thought that something sexually inappropriate might take place. Yeah … They often do that, it is quite common to be rejected by a primigravida. (C03) Figure 1 Framework for men studying nursing in Taiwan. When I did my fundamental nursing clinical placement, the head nurse said that male nurse students should study hard and learn from their seniors during the morning meeting. Although she was talking to everybody, she was looking directly at me. It made me feel very stressed. That was my first day in the first unit. I overheard the head nurse saying that this was the first time she had a male nurse student doing clinical placement in that unit and I thought … "Oh no!!!" I felt really stressed out. (H05)
Embarrassment in one's social life
All the participants experienced some embarrassment in their daily social life, although most of the time they managed to not be too bothered by the situation. They related that when they told others, such as their relatives, friends, old schoolmates, or even a taxi driver that they were studying nursing, the response was often "a peculiar look" or a loud "What?" They were sometimes asked: "Do men in nursing tend to be sissy or gay?" Others tended to suspect that their motivation for attending a nursing program was to look for girls. The participants said:
When I talk to my friends regarding my choice to take up nursing as a profession, they always react shocked. For example, they often say something like what my grandparents told me: "Why did you choose nursing? Isn't that for girls?" (J08)
Some people are surprised that male nursing students are surrounded by girls and then they remark: "How lucky I am to have so many girls around me in college." (H01)
Support for staying in nursing
The participants received a significant amount of support to stay in nursing. This support came from their parents, relatives, friends, teachers, and patients. In the process of studying nursing, the participants also changed their perception of nursing from being a doctor's helper to that of being a professional in their own right. This reaffirmed their belief that studying to become a nurse was the right decision:
My entire family supported me to study to become a nurse. They told me that it was a good choice for men to study nursing. I knew of some men that were nurses and were working in a hospital, so I realized that it would be a good choice to study nursing. Also, my mum is a nurse and she knows how much male nurses earn. She said that being a male nurse would be a good job. She told me all she knew about the career choices for a male nurse. My mum also said that … the administrators would rather work with male nurses than with female nurses … so she figured that male nurses might have an advantage working in nursing.
Some factors made the participants feel proud about their choice of study, such as the positive feedback from patients, good marks in college, and the fact that, as a nursing student, they often were seen as the advisor in their family regarding health issues or when a family member was ill:
I believe that, as a nurse, I can help many people, including my family. I can advise my family and friends on nutrition. They often ask me for advise on health issues and I can provide them with the relevant information … So, I think … being a nurse is really a good thing. It allows me to take care of many people and, at the same time, it gives me a sense of accomplishment. (J08)
In addition, having male classmates and having a male role model were very important to the participants. Having a male nurse as a role model in the hospital not only prevented feelings of loneliness, but also demonstrated to the participants that men could be excellent nurses and also could have a respectable future in nursing:
My brother has been for many years, and still is, an important role model for male nurses in the hospital he works … My classmates were surprised that my brother was working in a hospital and that he had his name on the bulletin board for his high level of performance … My classmates recognized my brother and knew that he was an outstanding nurse. This encouraged me to be like him. He received top marks in all of his clinical placements when he graduated. I wanted to accomplish the same. (J09) Some (but by no means all) of the participants mentioned that, compared to their female classmates, they received more attention from the clinical nursing staff, head nurses, teachers, and instructors. In difficult situations, this form of support was beneficial:
I did see the same situation in the hospital, where superiors treated male nurses better than the female nurses. My female classmates felt that that was unfair … For example, if a male student nurse was doing the same assignment as a female classmate, and struggled with something, he would ask his superior for help. They would always be happy to teach any of the men. However, if a female classmate would ask for help, the superior would respond by saying: "Why don't you know how to do this task? You are now doing your clinical placement in the hospital, how come you still don't know this?" (H05)
The above themes showed that the male nursing students received both positive extra support, but also were faced with some minor barriers in studying, as well as some embarrassment in their social life. Men in nursing have been reported to experience role strain and to sometimes feel uncomfortable when interacting with their colleagues, patients, friends, or relatives (BellScriber, 2008) . In the present study, however, the accounts of the participants indicated that role strain was rather minor and did not negatively impact their nursing experience or cause them to consider leaving nursing. The participants tended to think positively and responded in a confident manner when asked how they responded to any barrier they encountered. Their experiences are described as follows.
Thinking positively
Many of the male nursing students were of the opinion that men have many advantages in remaining and doing well in the nursing profession. For example, the participants reported that, unlike many female nurses, men do not get pregnant, give birth, or raise a child in some stage of their career. Consequently, men have more time to develop their career. In addition, men have more upper body strength, which is advantageous when moving or holding a patient. In the emergency department, operating theater, and the intensive care unit, it is no secret that male nurses are preferred. As a result, some of the participants believed that men are actually more suited to nursing than women and will have better opportunities to be promoted in the future:
The career of a male nurse differs from that of a female nurse. Female nurses may have to temporarily halt their career due to pregnancy or stop altogether to raise a family. Male nurses can be a nurse until they are 40 or even 50 years old and their age never bothers them at all … Male nurses have a better opportunity to have a longer career in nursing. (J02) Some of the participants were motivated to perform better in school when they encountered someone who did not support their decision to pursue a nursing career:
My aunt did something, which I really hated. Before I made a decision to choose my major, she told me that whatever I decided, she and her family would all support me. However, when I decided to study nursing, she looked down at me. I really hated that she did this to me … I told myself: "Okay, so she looked down at me. I will do a great job and prove to her that I made the right decision. I will earn more money than her. (C04) Some of the participants made efforts to remain positive when a patient rejected them during their rotation in the gynecological and obstetrics department:
It is okay to be rejected. I can always care for another patient. Sometimes, I think as to what else I could do to get her to allow me to care for her as I am trained to do. (C03)
The fact that nurses have many opportunities to choose which unit they will work in was also a deciding factor for remaining in nursing. For most of the participants, the intensive care unit, emergency department, and the psychiatric care unit were the units they preferred for their future nursing career because they thought these areas were interesting to them and felt that would be where they were most needed. They were more likely to avoid the gynecological and obstetric unit after they graduated in order to not have to face the embarrassment of being rejected by a patient.
Responding confidently
The male nursing students tended to be confident when responding to anything negative in their study environment or their social life. This was because most of the participants had chosen to become a nurse of their own volition and had a high regard for the nursing profession. Providing an explanation, defending their choice, or simply taking the jokes were common strategies that were used to cope with the situation. For example, they explained to persons that the nursing profession is open to both sexes and that there are many male nurses now. When queried if men in nursing tended to be a "sissy" or "homosexual", they defended nursing or argued with the person to eliminate their misunderstanding regarding men in nursing. They also demonstrated their sense of humor by taking the joke when their friends teased them about studying with a group of girls:
The other guy said that nurses were always females and made some comments to that effect. And I would reply that I did not agree with that because I believed that both sexes are suitable nurses. They always seemed to be surprised and asked me why I chose nursing. After listening to my explanation, they tended to change their mind on the subject and agreed that there were no definite rules that said what jobs were for females and which ones [were] for males. (J02) Some people may believe that all men that pursue nursing tend to be effeminate, but I don't agree with that and I would tell them that that was simply not true. (H01) These study results provide an understanding of how male nursing students in Taiwan experience nursing programs. The framework for these experiences is shown in Figure 1 , which is a model for how the participants perceived the barriers that they encountered in their study environment and social life and their responses to these barriers, which can be described by the theme: "There is nothing wrong with being a nurse."
DISCUSSION
In this study, a framework was developed to help understand the experiences of male nursing students in Taiwan. It was attempted to provide a clear picture of the factors that influence male nursing students in Taiwan before they decided to become a nurse, as well as the barriers, both in college and in their social life, once they had started their nursing program. They resorted to various methods of support, which helps to explain why the barriers they faced did not shake their belief that they had made the right choice in deciding to become a nurse. Contrary to the findings of previous studies (Bell-Scriber, 2008; Yang et al., 2004) , the majority of the male nursing students in this study did not express an intention to withdraw from their program because of feelings of isolation and a sense of being excluded. Most of the participants made a conscious decision to become a nurse and once they began as students in their nursing program, most of their experiences in and out of college tended to be positive.
The factors that attracted the male nursing students into nursing, such as an attractive salary, plenty of job opportunities, and the fact that it is a medically related profession that helps persons, are all similar to other reports (Kelly, Shoemaker, & Steele, 1996; Yang et al., 2004) . The fact that several of the participants in this study decided to accept a nursing program as an alternative because of an insufficient academic score in the college entrance examination remains a phenomenon that is unique to Taiwan (Yang et al., 2004) . A young age also could be a contributing factor, especially for the 5 year junior college students. At the time they had to make a decision, they were 15 years of age and most of them had no particular interest in which program or what subject they intended to study. This could be the reason that this group tended to follow their parents' suggestion, unlike the remaining participants from the technological university and university who tended to study nursing of their own volition.
It is worth noting that a high percentage of the participants in this study had at least one person in their family that was a nurse. The attitude and support of the parents and other relatives played a very important role in the decision of the men to become a nurse. Although in Taiwan there is no study with similar findings, the findings of this study are very similar to those of studies that were conducted in other countries (Romem & Anson, 2005; Whittock & Leonard, 2003) . It has been argued that men were more likely than women to be influenced to enter nursing by friends and relatives who were nurses (Brady & Sherrod, 2003) . Knowing persons who they look up to in nursing and related fields could make nursing a more desirable career option (Rajacich, Kane, Williston, & Cameron, 2013) .
The findings of this study suggested that the perception of men in the nursing profession is changing. Many of the participants received support from their family and friends for their choice of profession. However, these findings also showed that, in the traditional social environment of Taiwan, men entering the field of nursing continue to be faced with negative attitudes, barriers posed by educators and patients, as well as being embarrassed at college and in their social life. Many of the participants were teased or questioned about why they wanted to become a nurse and many gynaecology and obstetric patients refused to be seen by a male nurse, which is similar to other studies (Bell-Scriber, 2008; Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Smith, 2006) . However, the participants in the present study indicated that they did not perceive these negative stimuli as resulting in an unsupportive climate or creating role strain and it did not negatively impact their intention to stay in nursing, as suggested by other researchers (Bell-Scriber, 2008; Huang & Kuo, 2011) .
The participants also perceived that they received more attention from the clinical nursing staff and teachers because of their sex. Their responses regarding this "extra attention" were diverse. Some perceived it as positive, while some disliked the pressure of being put in the spotlight. Being put in the spotlight might induce male nurses to overachieve, causing performance pressures within their nursing role (Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Rajacich et al., 2013) .
The findings of the study also showed that the participants did not only encounter barriers to their academic life as a male nursing student but also experienced positive outcomes as a result of dealing with these barriers. It appears that role strain, the sense of being isolated, and the frustration of being a male nurse do not only depend on what a male nurse encounters, but on how he interprets the stimuli and interacts with the persons around him (Armstrong, 2002) . Smith (2006) argued that the issue of men in nursing is not just about what they encounter in their social life and at college, but more importantly, how they perceive and respond to the stimuli. It has been argued that there is disagreement among male nurses as to the level or presence of discrimination or negative stereotyping in nursing. In any case, gender has very rarely been an issue for men in nursing and they are not offended by a client's refusal and simply see it as their life experience (Armstrong, 2002; Smith, 2006) . The study's findings showed that having support from one's family and teachers with a good attitude toward male nursing, positive feedback from others, as well as having a male nurse role model, have a positive influence on male nursing students to remain in nursing, which is supported by Bell-Scriber (2008) and O'Lynn (2004) . This support also might explain why the male nursing students in this study were not influenced by the negative stimuli (the barriers and embarrassment in their study and social life) and instead maintained a sense of confidence and responded in a positive and confident manner to any negative stimulus.
CONCLUSION
This study provides a better understanding of the experiences of male nursing students. It explains how they perceived the barriers they encountered in their social life and in their study environment and how they responded to and managed these barriers. The findings showed that there are remnants of Taiwan's culture of gender-based stereotyping of men in nursing, although it no longer has the same degree of influence it once had. The findings revealed that although the Taiwanese male nursing students might encounter barriers and challenges in their study and social life, they have positive responses to these barriers.
The results showed that multiple levels of support and a positive experience in a nursing program helped the male nursing students to develop positive thinking and effective strategies to overcome the negative stimuli in both their study environment and social life. Changing the social climate for men in nursing is a slow process. Nursing is becoming more diverse and must meet the needs of a changing population. It is up to the nursing profession to develop ways in which to encourage more men to consider a career in nursing. Nurse educators need to become more diligent in their efforts to counteract gender bias and to increase their efforts to attract more men (Meadus & Twomey, 2007) , taking these into consideration and providing appropriate support when supervising male nursing students. It is recommended that nurse educators include the findings of this study in their efforts to understand the difficulties that male nursing students face and to advise the students about potential barriers and embarrassment in their study environment and social life. It also is recommended that the students be made aware of the available support systems and, when possible, be introduced to a male nurse role model, which could help the male nursing students to remain in nursing.
